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REVIEWS
T h e  E ponym ous Duck
The Mexican Tree D uck, Jam es C rum ley
N ew  York: W a rn e r ,  1993.
R ev iew ed  by D ennis Held
R ec ip e  for d isas te r  (or o n e  he ll  of a good novel): T ake  
o n e  ju k eb o x ,  loaded w i th  th e  m o ro n ic  w a it in g s  of Boy 
G eorge .  N est le  it f irm ly  a top  a set of ra il road  tracks .  Add 
a d e s t i tu te  p r iv a te  in v e s t ig a to r  and  h is  o n e - le g g e d ,  m e t h -  
s n o r t in g  law y e r— go ahead, n a m e  h im  Solly R ainbolt,  
w h i le  y o u ’re  a t i t— and  s t ir  in a h a r d - r u n n i n g  f r e ig h t  t ra in  
h ig h b a l l in g  it for Spokane. “T h e  co llis ion  filled t h e  snow y  
n ig h t  w i th  an exp los ive  ra in b o w  sh o w e r  of p lastic  and  
p o t -m e ta l ,  w o r th le s s  q u a r te rs  and  in f la ted  dollar  bills th a t  
co v e red  th e  pale  p a r k in g  lo t l ik e  a h a rd  p o s t -ap o c a ly p t ic  
ra in  fa ll in g .”
And i t ’s a h a rd  ra in  t h a t  falls t h r o u g h o u t  The Mexican  
Tree Duck, Jam es C ru m le y ’s la tes t  d e te c t iv e  novel. C.W. 
Sughrue ,  t h e  d e te c t iv e  in question , is n o t  averse  to th e  
occasional to o t  h im self, and th e  fuel com es  in h an d y  as 
h e ’s lau n ch e d  on a tw is te d  search  for Sarita  C isneros  Pines, 
who, l ike  ev e ry b o d y  else S u g h ru e  m ee ts ,  is n o t  w h o  she 
seem s to be. She is t h e  m o th e r  of A bnorm al N o rm an  
H azelbrook , ap p a ren t ly ,  a p sy ch o p a th ic  b ik e r  c h u m  of 
C .W .’s, and  s h e ’s a t t h e  c e n te r  of a to r tu o u s  p lo t  th a t  
so m eh o w  involves t h e  ep o n y m o u s  duck, a p iece  of a n c ie n t  
p o t te ry  th a t  e x e r t s  p o w e r  beyond  C .W .’s c o m p re h e n s io n .
A long th e  way, S u g h ru e  hoo k s  up w i th  a co u p le  of old 
V ie tn am  buddies: F ran k lin  Ignacio  Vega, D enver cop, born  
“in El Paso to  a h a l f -G e rm a n  h a lf -b la ck  fa th e r  and  a half-  
M ex ica n  ha lf -S am o an  m o th e r  . . . w i th  no place  to call 
hom e, no  race, creed ,  h e r i ta g e ,  p ick ed  upon  by ev e ry b o d y  
on th e  s t re e t  w i th  t h e  s l ig h te s t  t r a c e  of e th n ic  p u r i t y ”; 
and  J im m y G orm an , a “t in y  Irish guy  from  P h il ly ” w i th  a 
postal job and  an a t t i tu d e .
T h e  e n s u in g  jo u rn e y  is f r a u g h t  w i th  g u nfire ,  road sex 
and  o th e r  exp los ive  s to c k s - in - t r a d e  of a C rum ley  novel.
I t ’s also packed  w i th  a s to u n d in g ly  good prose, l ike  h is  firs t 
th r e e  d e te c t iv e  novels  (The Wrong Case, The Last Good Kiss,
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and Dancing Bear) and h is  s e a rin g  p ro to -V ie tn a m  book, One 
to Count Cadence.
But Tree Duck is m o re  th a n  ju s t a b a th tu b s - fu l l - o f -  
b lood  s h o o t-e m -u p . I t ’s g o t w h a t good  f ic t io n ’s g o t: 
ch a ra c te rs  w e  can ca re  abou t, supe rb  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f a c tio n  
and landscape, a p lo t  th a t su rp rises, and th a t  c e r ta in  
s o m e th in g —  a sureness o f co m m a n d  o f lan gu ag e  and s to ry .
T he  b oo k  is p eo p led  by c h a ra c te rs  w h o  are  r u n n in g  on 
cheap h ig h s  and d e sp e ra tio n , ou tcas ts  w h o  have n o th in g  to  
lose. But these  a re n ’t  t ra i le r -h o u s e  fre a ks  th e  a u th o r  sets 
up fo r  us to  la u g h  a t. T h is  is th e  k n o c k e d -a b o u t, h e a r t -  
s tu n g  soul o f A m e ric a . S u gh rue  on S ugh rue : “ I lo o k e d  o u t 
th e  w in d o w . On th e  in te rs ta te  p e o p le  w e re  g o in g  p laces 
I ’d n e v e r been, p eo p le  pe rhaps  w i t h  a fu tu re , p e o p le  w hose  
lives  w e re  liv e d  w i th o u t  a lw ays  lo o k in g  b a c k w a rd .”
S u g h ru e ’s p e c u lia r  v is io n , c lo u d e d  as th e  n a t io n ’s is by 
u n reso lved  (and, perhaps, u n re so lva b le ) fe e lin g s  a b o u t th e  
V ie tn a m  W a r, leaves h im  in  a reck less  search fo r  re d e m p ­
t io n : “ A bove  th e  sm all to w n , w a y  th e  h e ll up a m o n g  th e  
ro c k y  h e ig h ts  o f th e  C o lle g ia te  Peaks, w in te r  ra ised  tu f ts  
o f its  co ld , g ra y  head. But d o w n  w h e re  w e  s topped  to  rest, 
th e  sun s t i l l  w o rk e d . Even th e  b ro k e n  glass sca tte re d  
th ro u g h  th e  g ra ve l sp a rk le d  l ik e  je w e ls , and th e  cafe  
sm e lled  l ik e  th e  p lace  th e y  in v e n te d  ch ee seb u rge rs ."
T h is  is a w ise  book, a d e e p ly - fe lt  b oo k  th a t re a ff irm s  
th e  va lu e  o f f r ie n d s h ip  in  an u n s ta b le  w o r ld .  I t ’s also 
d a rk ly  fu n n y , and C ru m le y ’s n o t a fra id  o f to s s in g  o f f  
occas iona l bon m o ts  o f c u ltu ra l c r i t ic is m — w a it ,  S u g h ru e ’d 
s k in  m e and feed  m e to  th e  liz a rd s  i f  he  read th a t. He says 
some sm art s h it  a b o u t h o w  fu c k e d -u p  A m e ric a  can be.
A nd  th e re ’s a s u rp rise  fo r  d e d ica te d  C ru m le y  fans to  
u n ra v e l a t th e  end, one  th a t  m akes m e a n x io u s  fo r  th e  
n e x t  n ove l.
By th e  t im e  you  reach  th e  last pages, y o u ’ l l  be p u n c h -  
d ru n k  and rea dy  fo r  m o re . The Mexican Tree Duck is a n o ve l 
o f excess, and, as usual, to o  m u c h  is n o t q u ite  e n o u g h .
In d e b te d n e s s
Debt, M a rk  Lev ine , N e w  Y o rk : W i l l ia m  M o r ro w , 1993. 
R ev ie w e d  by W i l l ia m  W . Bevis
A f te r  Jo rie  G raham 's  m e g a b lu rb  o f Debt— oh ra re  b lu rb , 
astu te , as w e ll as g e n e ro u s— w h a t t r ib u te  to  be paid?
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